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¶6XSSO\&KDLQ&DSLWDOLVP·3DUFHO'HOLYHU\:RUNHUVDQGWKH'HJUDGDWLRQRI:RUN([SORULQJ
Job Quality for Remote Delivery Workers  
Kirsty Newsome, Sian Moore and Cilla Ross 
Chapter in Isidorsson T and Kubisa J (eds) (2018 forthcoming) Job Quality in an Era of Flexibility: 
Experiences of Job Quality in a European Context. Routledge  
 
 
Abstract  
The focus of this chapter is to explore the dynamics and impact of supply chain capitalism upon 
the job quality and work quality (Munoz de Bustillo, 2009) of parcel delivery workers in the UK.   
0XQR]GH%XVWLOOR·VIRFXVLVXSRQZRUNTXDOLW\DQGemployment quality, however the chapter extends 
our understanding of the dynamics of job quality by focusing  not only  on directly employed 
workers, but also on dependent self-employed workers and the apparent extraction of parcel 
delivery workers from an employment relationship.  The data presented in the chapter exposes the 
ILFWLRQ RI ¶VHOI-HPSOR\PHQW· LQ SDUFHO Gelivery, promoting further consideration of contractual 
DUUDQJHPHQWVDVDPHDVXUHRIMRETXDOLW\,WQHFHVVDULO\LQYRNHVWKH8.·VLQVWLWXWLRQDOVXSSRUWIRU
dependent self-employment. The chapter consciously locates the job and work quality of parcel 
delivery workers as an outcome of not only contestation within the workplace but also of the 
dynamics of wider supply chain and sector pressures.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
The focus of this chapter is to explore the dynamics and impact of supply chain capitalism upon 
the job quality and work quality (Munoz de Bustillo, 2009) of parcel delivery workers in the UK.   
:KLOH0XQR]GH%XVWLOOR·VIRFXVLVXSRQZRUNTXDOLW\DQGemployment quality, the chapter, focusses 
not just on directly employed workers, but also on dependent self-employment and the apparent 
extraction of parcel delivery workers from an employment relationship ² we thus formally refer to 
¶MRE·UDWKHUWKDQ ¶HPSOR\PHQWTXDOLW\·. However, the data presented in the chapter exposes the 
ILFWLRQ RI ¶VHOI-HPSOR\PHQW· in parcel delivery, promoting further consideration of contractual 
arrangements as a measure of job quality. It QHFHVVDULO\LQYRNHVWKH8.·VLQVWLWXWLRQDOVXSSRUWIRU
dependent self-employment, although this has been the subject of legal contestation over worker 
rights (Behring and Harvey, 2015).  
The purpose of the chapter is not to provide an extensive discussion of the debates on job quality. 
These debates have been rehearsed elsewhere and subject to concentrated academic debate over 
recent times (see chapter 1, Findlay et al., 2013; Kalleberg, 2011; Ostermann, 2013) Now seemingly 
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widely accepted, job quality is regarded as a multi-dimensional phenomenon influenced by a variety 
of factors and contexts.  Subject to interrogation by multiple social science disciplines, attempts to 
¶PHDVXUH·MRETXDOLW\is understandably regarded as problematic. For economists, debates on job 
quality seem to be grounded upon pay as a proxy for good quality jobs. Psychologists appear to be 
preoccupied with individual notions of job satisfaction and well-being as a measure for job quality. 
Writers from a sociological tradition understand job quality as predicated upon the dynamics of 
the employment relationship. For writers in this tradition the dimensions of job quality can best 
be understood as an outcome of the employment relationship influenced by a variety of contextual 
factors, institutional and regulatory regimes (Gallie, 2007).  Indeed, more recent debates have come 
to recognize the importance of agency (individual and/or collective) in shaping the dynamics of 
job quality (Hoque et al., 2017, Simms, 2015). Moreover, these interventions have highlighted the 
fluid nature of job quality, reflecting an outcome of the power dynamics of interests within the 
workplace. Notwithstanding the machinations of the debates on job quality regarding appropriate 
territories and level of analysis, there does appears to be some level of agreement as to what can 
EHFRQVLGHUHGWKH¶dimensions of job quality· Broadly speaking these dimensions of job quality 
appear to coalesce around key themes notably: job security; autonomy and discretion; skill and skill 
formation systems; and work pressures (Gallie 2007, Munoz de Bustillo 2009, 2011; Holman, 
2013). Yet, while these dimensions of job quality might include contractual status as an indicator 
of security, there has been little focus upon so-FDOOHG ¶self-HPSOR\PHQW·. It is not mentioned in 
Munoz de Bustillo et al. (2011), although their previous report for the EU (2009), written prior to 
the substantial rise in self-employment in the UK, excludes this group of workers whilst 
acknowledging the existence of false self-employment and concluding that quality of work indicators 
are directly applicable to them. We posit dependent self-employment as a contractual mechanism 
through which employers transfer the risk of the social costs of employment onto the individual 
worker, crucially removing access to employment rights. This has resulted in a number of legal 
cases contesting the status of dependent self-employed workers. In the case of parcel delivery ¶VHOI-
HPSOR\PHQW· reconfigures both job and work quality; while collective regulation has protected the 
job quality of the directly employed workers (arguably at the expense of those they work alongside), 
there is evidence of that both groups of workers experience compromised work quality, 
particularly in terms of their autonomy.  
The degradation of parcel delivery work has attracted growing media and public policy interest in 
WKH8.)LHOGDQG)RUVH\·VUHSRUWGHVFULEHVWKHW\SLFDOH[SHULHQFHRIself-employed home 
couriers who deliver from home in their own cars and are sometLPHV UHIHUUHG WRDV ¶OLIH-VW\OH·
couriers as work is promoted as having the capacity to be organized around their other 
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commitments. One such respondent H[SRVHGWKHP\WKWKDWDV¶VHOI-HPSOR\HG·ZRUNHUVWKH\KDYH
control over their work: 
´$V¶OLIHVW\OH·FRXULHUVZHDUHVXSSRVHGWREHDEOHWRZRUNDURXQGRXUKRPHFRPPLWPHQWV
In the past, yes. But not now, although the company still perpetuates this myth. We now 
have to give a delivery ETA at the beginning of the day. Failure to meet these times incurs 
the wrath of a compliance manager, the loss of your bonus and even your job. It is 
impossible to plan anything as you do not know how many parcels you will receive each 
day. You are expected to attempt to deliver every parcel given to you on the day of receipt, 
UHJDUGOHVVRIKRZPDQ\WKHUHDUH·)LHOGDQG)RUVH\ 
The extract graphically reveals the contradiction between the status of `self-HPSOR\PHQW·DQGWKH
high level of dependency and surveillance that increasingly dominates the experience of parcel 
delivery work where service provision in an increasingly competitive market is time critical.  
The chapter consciously locates the job and work quality of parcel delivery workers as an outcome 
of not only contestation within the workplace but also of the dynamics of wider supply chain and 
sector pressures.  In the wider literature, the escalation of consumption through e-retailing has 
increased the demand for home delivery services. The capacity to satisfy growing consumer 
demands is built upon the transformation of the once relatively hidden domain of logistics, 
GLVWULEXWLRQDQGSDUFHOGHOLYHU\7KHQHFHVVDU\ ¶UHYROXWLRQ·RI WKH ORJLVWLFV IXQFWLRQSUHGLFDWHG
upon pressures from retailers, is dedicated to securing more exacting, demanding and time critical 
levels of service delivery and provision. The resulting movement of commodities through inter-
linked and integrated supply chains and logistics networks is increasingly regarded as the key arena 
IRUVHFXULQJFRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJHLQFRQWHPSRUDU\FDSLWDOLVPDSURFHVVUHIHUUHGWRDV¶VXSSO\
FKDLQFDSLWDOLVP·7VLQJ:KLOVWWKHUHDUHVLJQVRIDJURZLQJLQWHUHVWLQORJLVWLFVZRUNHUV
within global value chains per se, to date little qualitative research attention has focused on the 
H[SHULHQFHRISDUFHOGHOLYHU\ZRUNHUVRSHUDWLQJ LQ WKH ¶ODVWPLOHRIGHOLYHU\· DW WKHHQGRI WKH
supply chain.  In response this chapter firstly looks at the increase in dependent self-employment 
and the legal cases that challenge self-employed status and expose the institutional context. It then 
explores the political economy of the parcel delivery sector before moving on to outline research 
methods. The chapter then considers the job quality of parcel delivery workers and particularly the 
fiction of self-employment. Finally it explores the quality of work in the context of supply chain 
pressures, in particular incursions on autonomy, before drawing some tentative conclusions for 
measures of job quality.  
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The rise of dependent self-employment 
Dependent self-employment in parcel delivery is part of a wider expansion in self-employment in 
the UK where in most years from the early 2000s, the numbers of self-employed grew more rapidly 
than the numbers of employees and, following the 2008-9 recession, self-employment was a main 
source of employment growth. Tomlinson and Corlett (2017) estimate from the UK Labour Force 
Survey data that it accounted for 45 per cent of the growth in total employment from March-May 
2008 to the end of 2016 when it totalled 4.6 million (5 million including those self-employed in a 
second job) or one in seven of the workforce (15%). The ILO (2015:2) has described dependent 
self-employment as a VLWXDWLRQLQZKLFK¶workers perform services for a business under a civil or commercial 
contract but depend on one or a small number of clients for their income and receive direct instructions regarding how 
WKHZRUNLVWREHGRQH·+HUHWKH¶LQGHSHQGHQWFRQWUDFWRU·ZRXOGVHHPWREHLQWKHHTXLvalent position 
of an employee in terms of economic dependence on a main employer and subordination to the 
PDQDJHPHQW·VDXWKRULW\+RZHYHUFRQWUDFWXDOVWDWXVPHDQVWKDWWKHGHSHQGHQWVHOI-employed do 
not have the employment protection rights of an employee. Eurofound (2013)  conceived of bogus 
(sham or false) self-HPSOR\PHQW DV ¶VXERUGLQDWH HPSOR\PHQW UHODWLRQV ZKLFK DUH GLVJXLVHG DV
autonomous work, usually for fiscal reasons, or in order to avoid the payment of social security 
contributions and thereby reduce labour costs, or to circumvent labour legislation, such as 
SURYLVLRQVRQGLVPLVVDOV· (XURIRXQG(PSOR\HUVPD\LQVHUW ¶VXEVWLWXWLRQFODXVHV· LQWR
ZRUNHUV·FRQWUDFWVWRLPSO\VHOI-employment. Bogus self-employment is sometimes discussed as 
presenting issues distinct from those relating to dependent self-employment: it is a relatively 
straightforward matter of misclassification whereas the concept of dependent self-employment 
combines two issues that may each need to be addressed to establish the employment relationship 
(subordination in addition to economic dependence). However, analyses that present the 
GLVWLQFWLRQDOVRHPSKDVLVHKRZWKH ¶WZRDVSHFWVDUHVWURQJO\ LQWHUWZLQHGQRW OHDVWEHFDXVH WKH
HPHUJHQFH RI WKH ODWWHU ¶DPELJXRXV· IRUPV RI HPSOR\PHQW· LH GHSHQGHQW VHOI-employment) 
¶PDNHVWKHGLVJXLVHRI¶ERJXVVHOI-HPSOR\PHQW·HDVLHU·(XURIRXQG(XURIRXQG·VDQDO\VLV
of the European Working Conditions survey data found that economically dependent workers are 
financially in a less favourable position in comparison with the self-employed on the one hand and 
employees on the other. The incomes of the economically dependent worker group ¶OLHLQWKHORZHVW
WHUWLOHRIWKHLUFRXQWU\GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\RIWHQ·DQGWKHLUKRXVHKROGV¶have a correspondingly high level of difficulty 
making ends meet· 6LPLODUO\ LQWKH8.&LWL]HQ·V$GYLFHHVWLPDWHGWKDWWKHPHGLDQZHHNO\
income for the self-employed in 2013/14 was £209, or just 54 per cent of that for employees. 
Around half (49%) of the self-employed are low paid (below two thirds of median earnings) 
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compared to 22 per cent of employees, according to Broughton and Richards (2016). They see the 
UK labour market as now highly bifurcated as a consequence of discriminatory employment law 
and tax and national insurance regimes for the self-employed and employees. The regulatory 
IUDPHZRUN¶LVPDNLQJLWDUWLILFLDOO\FKHDSHUIRUILUPVWRPRYHWRDPRGHORIILUP-contractor, and 
away from the employer-HPSOR\HHPRGHORIZRUNLQJ·-7).  
A series of legal cases have challenged self-HPSOR\HG ZRUNHUV· VWDWXV In October 2016 an 
Employment Tribunal ruled that a group of Uber drivers were not self-employed, but workers and 
entitled to receive the National Minimum Wage and holiday pay (Employment Tribunal 2016a).  
7KH GHFLVLRQ RI WKH 7ULEXQDO ZDV EDVHG XSRQ 8EHU·V H[HUWLRQ RI VLJQLILFDQW FRQWURO RYHU DQG
direction of its drivers (Uber subsequently lost an appeal against the decision). This control 
included recruitment and also the setting of prices, instructing them in their work and controlling 
their duties and performance as well as their terms and the absence of any contract with the 
customer. Uber drivers were in a dependent work relationship and an unequal bargaining position. 
A further ET ruling in November 2016 also ruled that a CitySprint bicycle courier should be classed 
DVDZRUNHUDQGHQWLWOHGWRKROLGD\SD\ZLWK&LW\6SULQW·VDVVHUWLRQRIFRXULHUVDVVHOI-employed 
GHVFULEHGDV¶ZLQGRZGUHVVLQJ· (Employment Tribunal 2016b) Here the control exercised by the 
company, the fact the claimant was tracked by GPS technology and wore a company uniform, 
along with her lack of control over pay, were considered germane. She was considered to have no 
real right to appoint a substitute (to take her place when she was not available for work) in practice, 
with little autonomy over the performance of the services performed. A third judgement in 
February 2017 against Pimlico Plumbers also ruled that a plumber, apparently self-employed, had 
worker status because he was subject to a range of controls through the company: he had to wear 
a uniform, be available for work full-time, and conform to rules and standards (Royal Court of 
Justice 2017). However, in November 2017 a claim for union recognition with collective bargaining 
rights for Deliveroo riders failed on the basis that tKH\ZHUHMXGJHGWREH¶VHOI-HPSOR\HG·EHFDXVH
of WKHLUDSSDUHQWIUHHGRPWR¶VXEVWLWXWH·DOORZLQJRWKHUULGHUVWRWDNHWKHLUSODFHRQDMRE (CAC 
2017). The General Secretary RI WKH ,QGHSHQGHQW :RUNHUV· 8QLRQ RI *UHDW %ULWDLQ Dr Jason 
Moyer-Lee, responded to this defeat by stating that,  
¶It seems that after a series of defeats, finally a so-called gig economy company has found a 
way to game the system «On the basis of a new contract introduced by Deliveroo's army 
of lawyers just weeks before the tribunal hearing, the Central Arbitration Committee decided 
that because a rider can have a mate do a delivery for them, Deliveroo's low paid workers 
are not entitled to basic pURWHFWLRQV· 
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In contrast Dan Warne, Managing Director for Deliveroo in the UK and Ireland commented: 
¶This is a victory for all riders who have continuously told us that flexibility is what they 
value most about working with Deliveroo. As we have consistently argued, our riders value 
the flexibility that self-employment provides. Riders enjoy being their own boss - having the 
freedom to choose when and where they work, and riding with other delivery companies at 
the same time·. 
The case exposes the tension RYHU ¶SUHIHUHQFH· IRU VHOI-employment, cast in terms of work 
autonomy as a trade-off for employment rights and reflected in our case studies of parcel delivery 
workers, but also the subjective dimensions of job satisfaction and quality (Munoz Bastillo, 2009).  
 
Parcel Delivery and Supply Chain Pressures  
The increasing demands of e-retailing and 24/7 consumption within the retail sector have been 
much documented in recent academic debates. To satisfy these changing patterns of consumption 
WKH ¶ORJLVWLFV PL[· RI VWRUDJH WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ DQG XOWLPDWHO\ GHOLYHry has inescapably been 
reconfigured sending vibrations into the supply chain.   Within the mainstream management 
literature this transformation of relations within the supply chain between retailers, producers and 
logistics companies is predicated upon two main drivers; cost and service delivery. The movement 
and delivery of goods/products within retail supply chains is increasingly time critical. The 
necessity for delivery companies to implement increasingly complex IT systems which track and 
trace the movement of products often under the electronic gaze of the final customer is 
paramount.  These cost and service-GHOLYHU\SUHVVXUHVKDYHWUDQVIRUPHGUHWDLOHU·VFOLHQWV·VWUDWHJ\
UHJDUGLQJ¶JRRGVLQPRWLRQ· 
 
With the increasing geographical fragmentation of production from consumption, logistics 
provides the necessary capacity to integrate the movement of goods under the tutelage of 
dominant retailers/clients (Coe 2014).  Cowen (2014) referring to the politics of circulation 
KLJKOLJKWVWKHFDSDFLW\IRUORJLVWLFVWRWUDQVIRUP¶VSDFH-WLPH·DQGUHGXFHWRDPLQLPXPWKHWLPH
commodities spend in motion.   At a more concrete level, retailers (or clients) thus encourage 
competition amongst contractors as a mechanism to maximise efficiency and drive down costs. 
Contracts between retailers and logistics (parcel delivery) providers are contingent on delivering 
cost savings and securing high levels of service delivery with the power dynamic firmly in favour 
of the client organisations (Harvey et al., 2002). Coe (2013) highlights the contested territory 
between logistics firms and their clients, indicating that logistics organisations become contributors 
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WR¶YDOXHFUHDWLRQDQGFDSWXUH· LQWKHLUFOLHQWRUJDQLVDWLRQVDVZHOOas being concerned with the 
protection and mobilisation of their own interests of value capture. Newsome (2015) similarly 
argues logistics is uniquely positioned as central to the process of realising value generated through 
the exercise of labour power in production through speed up in circulation. She highlights the 
FULWLFDOUROHRIORJLVWLFVLQWKH¶SUHVHUYDWLRQRIYDOXH·ZLWKLQWKHFLUFXLWRIFDSLWDO7KHFRQFXUUHQW
SURFHVVRI¶YDOXHFDSWXUH·ZLWKLQWKHSDUFHOGHOLYHU\FRPSDQLHVWKHPVHOYHVSUHVHQWVWKHpossibility 
of significant impact on job quality and the degradation of work.   
 
There is growing body of research evidence that explores the impact on both the job and work 
TXDOLW\ RI WKLV ¶FRQWHVWHG WHUUDLQ· EHWZHHQ UHWDLOHUV DQG ORJLVWLFV FRPSDQLHV HPEHdded within a 
context of fragmented global production networks and new logistics technologies (Coe, 2014, 
Haidinger and Flecker, 2015, Haidinger 2012, Newsome 2015, Gregson, 2017).  In terms of job 
quality diverse employment contracts in parcel delivery including, temporary workers, self-
employed owner-drives and home-based couriers are increasingly in evidence.  The evidence from 
a recent European study exploring employment change in the sector highlights that growing 
liberalisation and de-regulation has resulted in far-reaching deterioration in employment 
conditions. +HUPDQQ·V 2013 study reveals that increases in atypical employment, growing precarity 
and increasing numbers of self-employed drivers paid by piece-rate are evident within the sector 
(Hermann, 2013). This deterioration in work and employment is attributed to the increased levels 
of out-sourcing and changing supply relations coupled with acute cost pressures, whereby global 
players contract service providers who in turn hire self-employed drivers. In terms of work quality 
the study correspondingly highlights increased work intensification, and increased delivery routes 
culminating in a reduction in autonomy and discretion.   The critical literature on new logistics 
technologies, highlights the capacity of IT systems to offer coherence to fragmented supply chains. 
These not only track the movement of products in a seamless flow from production to points of 
passage, gateways and ports finally to distribution and delivery; but also to track the movement of 
labour. Gregson (2017) referring to the growth in self²employment in lorry drivers (a useful 
comparator to parcel delivery workers in terms of atomised and isolated work) juxtaposes the once 
QRPDGLFORUU\GULYHUDV¶NLQJRIWKHURDG·ZLWKWKHFXUUHQt tracing of repetitive spatial movements 
via GPS tracking with the opportunity for real-time surveillance and monitoring.  These 
algorithmic tools and routing software accelerate circulation through the annihilation of space by 
time, but also offer the possibility of closer and tighter performance management for these 
atomised workers. The measurement of real-time labour performance creates the capacity for 
labour optimisation, removing the porosity of the working day and thus reducing costs.   
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To date there is limited research evidence, which explores the impact of supply chain pressures on 
the job quality of parcel delivery workers in the UK. The UK provides an insightful regulatory 
environment to explore job quality for postal delivery workers.  The liberalisation of the postal 
services has involved a change in the regulatory regime and ultimately the privatisation of the state 
postal provider. Concurrently, the parcels delivery market has expanded in response to the 
revolution of e-FRPPHUFH·ZLWK WKH8. operating the third largest e-commerce market in the 
world in 2015.  In, 2015, roughly 80 percent of UK internet users did online shopping, the highest 
online shopping penetration rate in Europe (https://www.statista.com/topics/2333/e-
commerce-in-the-united-kingdom/, 2017).   
 
This chapter will consider how these supply chain pressures impact upon job quality in terms of 
contractual arrangements, collective representation and employment rights; and in terms of work 
quality, autonomy and discretion and  work pressures. It emphasises that it is the absence of 
autonomy that exposes that parcel delivery workers are de facto workers and not self-employed.  
Finally, in conceptual terms the paper will seek to contribute to growing debates concerned with 
supply chain pressures and job quality.   
 
Research Methods  
The chapter reports on a qualitative research project exploring the impact of supply chain pressures 
on the work and employment of parcel delivery workers.  Initial interviews were undertaken with 
key sWDNHKROGHUVZLWKLQWKHVHFWRU)ROORZLQJWKHVHLQLWLDO¶VFRSLQJ·LQWHUYLHZVFDVHVWXGLHVRIWKUHH
parcel delivery companies were undertaken. Company A, is a national based parcel delivery 
provider, it is unionised with terms and conditions of employment regulated by collective 
agreements.  Within company A, 12 interviews were undertaken with depot managers, first line 
managers, supervisors, trade union representatives and directly employed drivers and owner-
drivers.   The second case-study, Company B, is part of a US multinational. Eight interviews were 
conducted with full-time union officials as well as directly employed and self-employed workers. 
This company was also unionised, with terms and conditions of employment regulated by 
collective agreements.  Finally, six interviews were undertaken in Company C, a national 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ ZKLFK RSHUDWHV ZLWK ¶KRPH-EDVHG FRXULHUV·  ,QWHUYLHZHHV IURP DOO FDse-studies 
captured changes in the delivery labour process, the nature of work and the contractual status of 
employees. Owner-drivers and home couriers are necessarily difficult to locate ² their working 
hours and time pressures mean in-depth interviews are problematic. In addition to the case-studies 
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above five in-depth interviews were conducted with owner-drivers working for a range of national 
parcel delivery companies with most having worked for at least two.  
 
Supply Chain Pressures and Job Quality: Mixed Resourcing, Owner-Drivers and home 
Couriers  
The research evidence highlights the key role of supply chain pressures in the reconfiguration of 
WKHFRQWUDFWXDOVWDWXVRIZRUNHUV$VRQHXQLRQRIILFHUVWDWHG¶LWLVWKHVXSSO\FKDLQWKDWGLFWDWHV
from WKH UHWDLO VLGH· DQRWKHU FRQILUPHG WKH SUHVVXUHV SODFHG RQ SDUFHO GHOLYHU\ FRQWUDFWLQJ
arrangements by large retailers: 
¶7KHLUFXVWRPHUVDUHSXWWLQJSUHVVXUHRQWKHPWRUHGXFHWKHSULFH«WKHLUFXVWRPHUVDUH
exercising pressure ² LI\RX·YHJRWDFRQWUDFWFRPLQJXSWKH\ZLOOVD\´\RXGRWKHMREIRU
XVDWWKDWSULFHLI\RXGRQ·WGRLWWKHUHLVHQRXJKVSDUHFDSDFLW\LQWKHPDUNHWµ² these 
(parcel delivery) companies are effectively price takers rather than price setters ² that puts 
pressures on the companies to reduce their costs and they look at the outsourcing model.·
(Union Officer)  
These pressures are intensified by apparent customer expectations for next and/or the same day 
delivery with the time when customers can order pushed back further and further to the end of 
the day.  
Our research findings point to the subsequent emergence of a three tier system of employment 
status driven by this transformation of the logistics supply chain.  The first tier covers directly 
employed workers covered by collective agreements and with a history of collective regulation. 
Directly employed parcel delivery workers in these companies may have terms and conditions 
renegotiated in the context of the pressures brought by service level agreements, but they have 
some guarantee of direct permanent employment supported by collective organization.  The 
VHFRQGWLHULQYROYHVWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIWHFKQLFDOO\¶VHOI-HPSOR\HG·RZQHUGULYHUVJHQHUDOO\SDLG
by delivery, but based in depots and working alongside directly employed drivers. A third tier is of 
home-based couriers, also technically self-employed, using their own vehicles and with limited 
organizational relationships. 
These three typologies were evident across the case study organisations. Company A was 
characterised by a balance between directly employed and owner-drivers with limited evidence of 
using home FRXULHUV·7KHUDWLREHWZHHQGLUHFWO\HPSOR\HGDQGVHOI-employed was negotiated by 
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the union and was part of the collective agreement. Union officials highlighted that maintaining 
WKHUDWLRKDGWREH¶SROLFHG·WRHQVXUHGHSRWPDQDJHUVDGKHUHGWRWKHDJUHHGWDUJHWV,Q&RPSDQ\
B the emphasis was on service delivery as a competitive strategy and as a result this organization 
did not use home couriers, but was increasingly dependent upon owner drivers incentivised by 
piece rate with a higher rate per drop. In Company C all drivers are self-employed home couriers.  
Working from home, workers in this organisation had parcels delivered daily which they sorted 
and loaded onto their own vehicles prior to delivery. Respondents reported that often the number 
of parcels to be delivered varied considerably, as a result they often felt anxious that they would 
not have enough work to secure at least minimum wage rates of hourly pay.     
While directly employed drivers had fixed hours and hourly rates, self-employed drivers are paid 
by delivery or drops. The key advantage of owner-drivers for the companies is the removal of the 
costs of non-delivery. In Company A directly employed drivers had a target of 70-80 drops per 
day by contrast owner-drivers were expected to achieve in the region of 120-130 drops per day. 
Owner-drivers in Company A were reported to receive £1.65 per parcel delivery stop and £2 for 
collections or pick-ups.  By contrast rates per drop for home couriers in Company C varied from 
85p to £1. Couriers highlighted that they were meant to be paid more if parcels were heavier than 
a standard package, but that often the extra payment did not occur.   
As dependent self-employed workers were only paid for deliveries, yet their working day included 
failed deliveries, with no extra payment for reattempts to deliver or timed deliveries or the sorting 
and loading of vans ready for delivery.  In addition, self-employed respondents highlighted that if 
they were sick, wanted to take a holiday or were faced with any family emergency they would be 
required to provide substitute cover for their route or they would be charged the costs to the 
company of an agency worker and may also be fined. Respondents in Company C highlighted that 
failure to deliver the required parcels (often within specified delivery slots) could result in the 
immediate removal of work.   One respondent highlighted her insecurity;  
´<RXOLYHLQWKUHDWRIWKHPVD\LQJQRSDUFHOVWKDW·VLW,W·VDZIXOWRWKLQNWKDWDIWHUGRLQJ
WHQ\HDUVIRUWKHPGRLQJDOOWKHKDUGZRUNEXLOGLQJDURXQGXSIRUWKHPWKH\JR¶VHH\RX
ODWHU·<RX·YHJRWQRWKLQJDQGWKDW·VZKDWWKH\WKUHDWHQ\RXZLWK$OOWKHWLPH¶ZH·OOMXVW
WDNH\RXUSDUFHOV· (YHU\WKLQJ\RXGRZURQJQRZWKH\VD\ ¶RKZHOO\RXNQRZZHFDQ
VXVSHQG\RXUSDUFHOV·µ(Company C, Home Courier).   
Reconfigured contractual status in parcel delivery is integral to cost cutting, the speed-up of 
delivery and, crucially, the removal of non-delivery costs. Dependent self-employment facilitates 
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the excision of these costs, while the social costs of labour ² holiday and sick pay and pensions are 
transferred to the worker. For owner-drivers while the demand for delivery work might mean that 
work is not necessarily insecure and the capacity to earn could be relatively attractive, it depends 
upon long and intensive hours and once the cost of vans, insurance, petrol and maintenance were 
excluded hourly rates could be near to the National Living Wage (NLW).  Yet as self-employed 
workers delivery workers are not entitled to the NLW or other employment rights even though 
the quality of their work strongly questions their contractual status.   
Work Quality - $XWRQRP\DQG'LVFUHWLRQ¶7KH,QGXVWULDO(QJLQHHULQWKH&DE· 
For both directly and self-employed delivery workers logistics technology not only provides the 
capacity to electronically track and trace the movement of goods, but also the movement of labour.  
The organisation of a vanload of parcels into a delivery route reflecting timed deliveries demands 
considerable mental as well as physical labour from drivers.  All drivers highlighted the vital 
importance of local knowledge, indicating that this insight was crucial.  The introduction of SMS 
messaging to notify customers that a parcel was on the way introduced the need for further 
anticipation and route planning LQDFFRUGDQFHZLWKD¶PDQLIHVW·RUVFKHGXOHWKDWPLJKWFKDQJHDW
any moment.  
GPS navigation systems facilitated the remote monitoring of drivers. Increasingly parcel delivery 
companies are using telematics technology which has the capacity to dictate more effective delivery 
routes through Satellite Navigation. The use of navigation systems and route planners was starting 
to UHPRYHGULYHUV·GLVFUHWLRQWRSODQWKHLUGDLO\URXWHVHIIHFWLYHO\constraining their autonomy in 
the labour process. ORION, the On-Road Integrated Optimisation and Navigation system, used 
by Company B in the US can continually evaluate routing options up to the moment a Company 
% GULYHU OHDYHV WKH GHSRW PDNLQJ ¶WHQV RI WKRXVDQGV RI URXWH RSWLPLVDWLRQ FDOFulations each 
PLQXWH· UHFRQILJXULQJ D GULYHU·V SLFN-ups and drop-RIIV LQ UHDO WLPH &RPSDQ\ % FODLPV ¶D
UHGXFWLRQRIMXVWRQHPLOHSHUGD\SHUGULYHZRXOGVDYHLWPD\HDULQFRVWV·LQFOXGLQJVDYLQJV
on fuel (Company B to save millions with ORION route optimising system, Post & Parcel, 
November 1st, 2013). Company B was trialing its telematics system in the UK with data from 
GULYHUV·KDQGKHOGPRELOHGHYLFHVDQGYHKLFOHWHOHPDWLFVV\VWHPVSURGXFLQJDOJRULWKPVZKLFKWKHQ
define the labour process; drivers are given an iPad dictating optimal routes in terms of time and 
PLOHDJHDQGWH[WLQJDQWLFLSDWHGGHOLYHU\WLPHVWRFXVWRPHUV5HFDOOLQJ*UHJVRQ·VSURSRVLWLRQWKDW
algorithmic optimisation and routing software accelerates circulation through the annihilation of 
space by time a Company B union rep described the use of metrics to calculate delivery times:  
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¶(YHU\URXWHLQWKLVFRXQWU\LVWLPHG7KHUH·VDWLPHHOHPHQWSXWRQHYHU\URXWH6RHYHU\
route you would have a certain time allowance for this area around here and they base it 
RQWKHODVWZHHNVRIZKDWKH·VGRQHRYHUWKHUHDVDQDYHUDJHDQGWKHQWKH\WLPHLWE\
ZKDWHYHUWKH\GR6RWKDW·VKRZWKH\ZRUN² on how many stops per hour you should be 
doing, how many miles you should do, and they can also look at the way that you can do 
WKHURXWH7KHQHZV\VWHPWKH\·UHWU\LQJWREULQJLQZLOODFWXDOO\SXWLWVRWKDW\RXEDVLFDOO\
DUHDURERW´7KLVLV\RXUILUVWFDOODQGWKDW·VZKHUH\RX·UHJRLQJQH[Wµ. :KDWLW·VUHSODFLQJ
LVWKHGULYHU·VEUDLQEHFDXVHDWWKHPRPHQWLW·VWKHGULYHUZKRZRUNVRXWKLVURXWH$WWKH
moment he dictates where his first stop is going to be, what road to go down. This will 
UHSODFHDOOWKDWDQGWHOO\RX´7KLVLVWKHZD\µ,W·VJRWD6DW1DYRQWKDWVKRZV\RXZKLFK
URDGVWRWDNH· (Company B, Union Rep). 
As the union rep indicates telematics has the potential to reduce the autonomy of drivers and there 
was a fear that telematics would remove discretion in a way which might not better local 
knowledge. Company B was primarily differentiated by its technology, which could sort parcels 
into a route for drivers, determine their schedule and then automatically text customers with a 
delivery time within a one-hour delivery slot. Telematics does not just track the location of drivers 
but monitors the entire driving labour process with the aim of controlling costs and with 
implications for driver discretion, as a national officer described:  
¶7KHWUDFNDQGWUDFHHIIHFWLYHO\\RX·YHJRWDQLQGXVWULDOHQJLQHHULQWKHFDEQRWRQO\LW
measures what you do in terms of driving, how much fuel you use - if you are heavy on 
the pedal. It takes away discretion from the driver in terms of route planning they will 
FRPHLQDQGWKHYDQ·VORDGHGVRWKH\MXVWGULYHWRWKHURXWHWKDWKDVEHHQVHWIRUH[DPSOe) 
WKH\GRLWWRHOLPLQDWHDOOULJKWWXUQVDVWKH\WDNHORQJHU·(Union Officer)  
The technology monitors right turns, if the van doors are open (a security issue), when the engine 
LV¶LGOLQJ·DQGH[FHVVLYHUHYHUVLQJDOWKRXJKWKHODWWHUSURYLGHGRSSRUWXQLties for resistance: 
¶,NQRZWKDWWKH\EURXJKWXSH[FHVVLYHUHYHUVLQJEXWWKDWZDVMXVWTXLWHIXQQ\EHFDXVH
ZKDWWKH\GLVFRYHUHGZDVZKHQ\RXDFWXDOO\SXWWKHYHKLFOHLQWRUHYHUVH\RXGLGQ·WKDYH
to move, but it just registered on the Telematics. So, a lot of my guys just sit there with the 
OLJKWVJRLQJOLNHWKDWLQUHYHUVHDQGZKHQWKH\JHWEDFNWKH\JR´<RXSXWLWLQUHYHUVH
WLPHVµ·&RPSDQ\%, Union Rep) 
For the drivers in our sample the loss autonomy and the potential for technology to determine the 
labour process was experienced and anticipated as a threat to the quality of their work. 
 13 
 
Work Pressures: Micromanaging Seconds and Performance Management   
The research evidence also highlights that employers were increasingly using the capacity of the 
new IT systems to monitor the performance of these remote workers. This monitoring and 
surveillance also offered the possibility of rendering more transparent the expected daily tasks and 
targets of delivery workers and monitoring their completion more closely.  Personal Digital 
Assistants (PDAs) or Hand-Held Devices (HHDs) are used throughout all stages of the supply 
chain; managers are able to track on-screen the precise location of parcels in real time through 
GPS, whilst drivers capture customer signatures providing automated proof of delivery for both 
parcel delivery companies and their clients (with phone technology built in to prove delivery in 
some cases): 
Importantly technology mitigates against non-delivery and loss, since local depot budgets bear the 
cost of claims for loss: 
¶,W·VYHU\PXFKWRSURWHFWRXUEXVLQHVVEHFDXVHLIZHFDQWXUQURXQGWRWKHFXVWRPHUDQG
VD\´:HOOGR\RXNQRZZKDWRQWKHEDODQFHRISUREDELOLW\ZH·YHJRWD*36WKDWVD\VKH
ZDV DW \RXU IURQW GRRU :H·YH JRW D VLJQDWXUH WKDW·V JRW \RXU QDPH 7KH GULYHU KDV
FRQILUPHGLQDUHFRUGHGLQWHUYLHZWKDWKHGHOLYHUHGWKHSDUFHOWR\RXUKRXVH,·PUHDOO\
VRUU\EXWZH·UHQRWJRLQJWRDFFHSW\RXUFODLPµ6RLWDFWXDOO\GRHVSURWHFWRXUEXVLQHVV
and our revenue; and actually protecting our revenue in this sort of day and age when 
competition is so fierce is really, really important·. (Company A, Depot Manager)  
For some drivers the technology provided safeguards for them since it proved that they had made 
the delivery in instances where customers claimed they had not received the item. However, the 
PDA also allows communication between depots and the drivers, facilitating management control 
over the labour process and crucially, non-delivery, through text messages.  This was seen by union 
reps as tantamount to bullying:  
¶<RXGRQ·WQHHGWRPRYHLQWRGLUHFWWKUHDWRQWKHWH[W\RXFDQVHQGRQH´$UH\RXJRLQJ
WRFOHDUWRGD\"µ1RZWRDQRXWVLGHUWKDWVHHPVOLNHDUHDVRQDEOHUHTXHVWGRHVQ·WLWEXWLW
GRHVQ·WZKHQ\RX·YHEHHQWROGEDFNLQWKHGHSRW´,GRQ·WZDQWDQ\PLVVHG,GRQ·WZDQW
WKLV,GRQ·WZDQWWKDW,GRQ·WZDQWWKDWµ6RZKHQ\RXJHWWKDWTXHVWLRQ´$UH\RXJRLQJ
WRFOHDUWRGD\"µWKHUH·VDGLIIHUHQWLQIHUHQFHWRWKDWLVQ·WWKHUH":KHQZHFKDOOHQJHWKHP
about bullying and intiPLGDWLQJPHVVDJHVWKH\VD\WRXV´7KDW·VQRWEXOO\LQJ,RQO\DVNHG
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,·PWKHPDQDJHU,QHHGWRNQRZµZKLFKLVIDLUFRPPHQWEXWLW·VWKHPLFUR-management 
DQGWKDW·VWKHSUHVVXUHDVZHVDLGWKH\·UHIRUFHGWRVWD\RXW- go back to ones that you 
KDYHQ·WEHHQDEOHWRGHOLYHUDQG\RXKDYHWRNHHSJRLQJEDFNDQGEDFNXQWLOLW·VGRQH·
(Company B, Union Rep) 
For unions the frontier of control is the potential of management to use information gathered on 
the PDA in disciplinary procedures and collective DJUHHPHQWV GHIHQGHG DJDLQVW PDQDJHPHQW·V
ability to do so. In Company A strong union organization meant that attempts to use this 
information for disciplinary purposes had been rejected ² at least for the directly employed drivers 
they represented. HoweverDFURVVORJLVWLFVFRPSDQLHV·GULYHUVIHOWVXEMHFWWRWKHPDQDJHULDODQG
customer gaze even if the data could not be used directly against them and this was not as clear-
cut for drivers on probation. Another manager confirmed that the system tracked non-deliveries 
E\GULYHUZLWK¶UHG·DOHUWV 
¶,QWKHPRUQLQJWKHILUVWWKLQJWKDWZHGRLVZHFRPHLQDWKDOISDVWVL[DQGWKHGULYHUV
GRQ·WVWDUWWLOOVHYHQVRZH·OOEHKDYLQJDORRNDOUHDG\DWWKHGD\EHIRUH·VSHUIRUPDQFHVR
ZH·OOEHGHDOLQJZLWKWKDWVWUDLJKWDZD\LQWKHPRUQLQJ´:K\GLG\RXEULQJEDFNWKLVPDQ\
SDUFHOV":K\GLGQ·W\RXGHOLYHUWKDW":K\LVWKHUHDUHGKHUH"µDQGWKHQZH·OOJRLQWKH
PHHWLQJDQGJRWKURXJKDOOWKDWDJDLQ·&RPSDQ\$, Manager)  
The PDA can be used to monitor not only non-GHOLYHULHVEXWDOVR ¶GRZQWLPH·RUapparently 
unproductive working time, as a Company A union rep reported:  
¶*RLQJEDFNSUREDEO\VL[PRQWKVFHUWDLQJX\VXVHGWRFRPHEDFNDWDFHUWDLQWLPH1RZ
they know here what time your last delivery is by these handheld (devices). They know 
ZKDWWLPH\RX·YHGRQH\RXUODVWFROOHFWLRQRUODVWGHOLYHU\6RHYHU\QRZDQGDJDLQRQWKHVH
(PDAs) it brings up what they call down time. If you have more than 10 minutes / 15 
PLQXWHVGRZQWLPHRQ\RXU3'$ZKHUH\RXKDYHQ·WGRne a drop or a collection it comes 
XSVKRZLQJRQWKHWKLQJVD\LQJ\RX·YHKDGGRZQWLPHWKHUH1RZLI\RXFRPHEDFNDQG
\RXKDYHQ·WGRQHDVPDQ\FROOHFWLRQVWKH\·OOORRNDW\RXUGRZQWLPHDQGVD\´:HOO\RX·YH
FRPHEDFNHDUO\DQG\RX·YHKDGGRZQWLPHKHUHµLI\RXVD\´:HOO,ILQLVKDWILYHµDQG
\RXVD\´:HOO,KDYHQ·WHQRXJKWLPH,ZDQWWRILQLVKDWILYHDQGWKDW·V LW,·YHJRWWHQ
GURSVOHIWWKDW,·YHEURXJKWEDFNWKDW,FRXOGQ·WGRµWKHQWKH\·OOORRNDWWKHGRZQWLPH
DQGVD\´:HOO\RX·YHKDGPLQXWHVKHUHZKHUH\RX·YHGRQHQRWKLQJµ&RPSDQ\$, 
Driver) 
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For directly employed drivers PDAs can ensure drivers are taking statutory breaks in terms of 
whether the vehicle is stationary, but the pressure to deliver meant drivers could get round this 
again increasing the porosity of the working day, as a national officer reported: 
¶2QHRIWKHTXHVWLRQVZH·YHDVNHGRXUPHPEHUVLV´$QKRQHVWDQVZHU+RZPDQ\RI\RX
SK\VLFDOO\ZRUNWKURXJK\RXUOXQFKEUHDN"µ$QGZH·YHEHHQWDNHQDEDFNE\WKHUHVSRQVH
They feel obliged to either go on the back of their van and sort the packages out or maybe 
JRRQ DQGGHOLYHUZKLOH WKH YDQ·VSDUNHGXSEHFDXVH WKH\QHHG WR FDWFKXSZLWK WKHLU
ZRUNLQJGD\DQGWKDWGHIHDWVWKHREMHFWRIZKDWDOXQFKEUHDN·VDERXW·8QLRQ2IILFHU) 
One directly employed driver reported parking up and delivering on foot in a shopping centre 
whilst he was supposed to be on his lunch hour. For owner-drivers breaks are not monitored. 
In Company B metrics were increasingly being used to measure, in terms of seconds, every aspect 
the labour process:  
¶7KHUH·VGHOLYHU\GULYHUVLQWKH8.DQGWZRSHRSOHWLPHGWKHURXWHVIRUWKHZKROH
of the UK - WZRSHRSOHLQDQRIILFH·(Company B, Union Rep) 
This was linked by union reps to shareholder demands at mulWLQDWLRQDOOHYHO¶LQVWHDGRIEHLQJD
VHUYLFH UHODWHG LQGXVWU\ LW EHFDPHSURGXFWLRQ·0HDVXUHPHQW LQFOXGHV WKH WLPH WDNHQ IURP WKH
doorstep to return to the van with drivers being questioned if they took extra seconds and similarly 
the time taken from placing the key in the ignition to pulling away.  
The wider context to the calibration of worker movements through metrics and in terms of speed-
up in the supply chain was captured by a Company B rep DV¶micromanaging seconds.· The concern 
RI WKH &RPSDQ\ % UHSV ZDV WKH SRWHQWLDO IRU PDQDJHUV WR ¶WDNH WKLV GDWD DQG DSSO\ LW WR WKH
ZRUNIRUFHLQDEXOO\LQJZD\· 
In company C home couriers similarly reported increasing levels of monitoring and surveillance 
coupled with heightened performance management regimes. The micro-management of how and 
when they delivered their parcels as well as the notifications they were required to send to 
customers was of growing concern.   All highlighted that Company C managers monitored their 
activities daily to ensure that they adhered to the required time slots for delivery. One respondent 
stated that he was aware of the daily monitoring, suggesting that it was like being watched by big 
brother. Failure to adhere to the required timings, could result iQEHLQJSODFHGRQ¶LPSURYHPHQW
QRWLFHV· IRU XS WR VL[ PRQWKV Respondents in this company were eager to highlight that the 
growing levels of monitoring and surveillance allied to punitive measures employed by the 
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company were seemingly at odds with their self-employed status. Overall the surveillance of self-
employed drivers and home-couriers through technology, along with the control exercised by the 
companies through depot managers, appears to be consistent with worker status as declared in the 
Employment Tribunal judgements outlined above. Work relationships are dependent and, with 
limited access to union representation, self-employed drivers were in an unequal bargaining 
position.   
Conclusions 
The research evidence has highlighted the impact on both job and work quality of supply chain 
pressures for parcel delivery workers. In terms of work quality the evidence highlights the 
significant role of technology in providing coherence to the supply chain. Technology tracks the 
seamless movement of products, from producer to consumer, thereby protecting retailer value and 
minimizing loss. In response to retailer control over the supply chain and increasing competitive 
pressures technology also serves to speed up the velocity of circulation. Within this context the 
autonomy and discretion drivers may have once enjoyed, determining their own routes, deploying 
local knowledge, offering what they regarded as a service to a community is eroded.  In turn the 
routing software plots their working day effectively removing their discretion and their capacity to 
make decisions and commodifying delivery. 
Technology has WKHFDSDFLW\ WRQRWRQO\VSHFLI\GULYHUV·GDLO\URXWHVbut also to monitor every 
PRPHQWLQWKHGULYLQJODERXUSURFHVV$VKLJKOLJKWHGSUHYLRXVO\*UHJVRQ·V2017) argument that 
algorithmic tools and routing software accelerate circulation through the annihilation of space by 
time, but also offer the possibility of closer and tighter performance management for these 
atomised workers is highly pertinent in this context.  Drivers are subject to increasing work 
pressures resulting from the daily targets, levels of monitoring and the possibility of constant 
surveillance. Both a managerial and customer gaze  extends over the labour process and in 
company C in particular, a low-cost model resulted in the most pernicious performance 
management regime.   
While the erosion of autonomy impacts on directly employed drivers, the level of surveillance and 
organisational control H[SRVHV WKH ILFWLRQ RI ¶VHOI-HPSOR\PHQW· IRU RZQHU-drivers and home 
couriers. The mixed resourcing model, in the form of directly employed workers, owner-drivers 
and home couriers allows logistics companies to cut the costs of non-delivery. Where there is 
existing union recognition collective agreements allow unions to have some control over the ratios 
of self-employed workers used by companies and ensured that technology could not be used for 
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disciplinary purposes against drivers ² this is the frontier of control for unions.  Our case studies 
provided no evidence of mainstream trade unions organising the self-employed workers that their 
members work alongside, although the unionisation of Citysprint, Deliveroo and Hermes drivers, 
involving legal cases against these companies, shows that it is possible. 
The high demand for home delivery means owner-drivers had some limited power in the labour 
market and could move from company to company ² (self-)employment rather than job security 
(chapter 1). Yet pay could be variable, with delivery rates subject to cuts and income dependent 
upon long hours. Home-based couriers particularly referred to their daily apprehension as to 
whether sufficient parcels would be dropped off at their homes for delivery, which could result in 
them effectively working for less than minimum rates of pay once hours were taken into account.  
The evidence presented in this chapter has highlighted the importance of understanding the 
dynamics of job quality, as an outcome of the labour process and the frontier of control reflecting 
power dynamics within the employment relationship (Simms 2015, Hoque et al., 2017) ² a fluid 
and permeable concept.  Yet it is also clear that dependent self-employment is located within the 
political economy of logistics, but also a national institutional framework that legally and fiscally 
promotes self-employment (Behring and Harvey, 2015). In conclusion the evidence demands that 
contractual status ² QDPHO\¶GLVJXLVHGHPSOR\PHQWUHODWLRQVKLSV·,/2- is a key dimension 
of job and work quality particularly in the way that it facilitates unpaid working time and removes 
what is insufficiently asserted in the job quality literature: employment rights.  
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